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Abstract 

This study explores the field of anthropology in Turkey, emphasizing its historical development, key 

themes, and contemporary implications. Turkish anthropology arose during the late Ottoman 

Empire, influenced by Western methodologies and indigenous perspectives. The discipline has 

evolved to encompass various aspects of cultural identity, migration, and socio-political changes. 

Current anthropological work in Turkey examines how globalization and modernity are reshaping 

traditional lifestyles and cultural practices among Turkish communities. This paper aims to bridge 

established anthropological theories with new findings from Turkey, showcasing the richness of the 

country's cultural landscape through qualitative research methods. By synthesizing existing 

literature and presenting primary data, the research identifies key trends in Turkish anthropology 

and their relevance in a global context. Insights from this study contribute to broader discussions on 

cultural resilience, identity formation, and the role of anthropology in understanding complex social 

dynamics. The findings hold significant implications for future research directions and 

anthropological activism in Turkey. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Anthropology, the holistic study of humanity, has a rich and complex history in 

Turkey, shaped by its unique cultural, historical, and geographical context. From the late 

Ottoman Empire to contemporary Turkey, the discipline has evolved significantly, reflecting 

the diverse social dynamics and cultural landscapes of the region. The roots of Turkish 

anthropology can be traced back to the emergence of modernization and the encounter with 

Western ideas during the 19th century. Scholars such as Ziya Gökalp and Franz Boas played 

pivotal roles in shaping early Turkish anthropological thought by integrating local cultural 

practices with global theoretical frameworks. 

The late Ottoman period marked a significant turning point for anthropology in 

Turkey. It was during this time that intellectuals began to question traditional narratives and 

start documenting the myriad ethnicities, languages, and cultures within the empire. This 

reflective practice laid the groundwork for modern anthropological studies, highlighting the 

importance of cultural identity amid a background of sociopolitical upheaval and the quest 

for national identity in the nascent Republic of Turkey. 

In the context of a rapidly globalizing world, contemporary anthropologists in 

Turkey face new challenges and opportunities in their work. They explore how globalization 

influences local cultures, often leading to a complex interplay between tradition and 

modernity. Issues such as rural-urban migration, the impact of technology on social 

relationships, and the integration of minority cultures within a dominant national narrative 

are central themes in this ongoing exploration of what it means to be Turkish today. 
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Anthropologists increasingly consider how cultural practices adapt in response to external 

pressures, emphasizing resilience and transformation rather than mere preservation. 

Furthermore, the role of anthropology in addressing contemporary social issues—

such as gender inequality, political repression, and the refugee crisis—has become 

increasingly prominent. Anthropologists in Turkey engage with grassroots movements, 

offering critical insights that contribute to public discourse and policy debates. This active 

engagement signifies a shift from traditional ethnography toward a more participatory 

approach, fostering collaboration with local communities and activists. 

Despite significant advancements in the field, gaps remain in the literature, 

particularly regarding the documentation of marginalized voices and the intersectionality of 

identity in Turkish society. A thorough examination of these aspects is crucial for 

understanding the multifaceted nature of Turkish culture in the 21st century. As 

anthropologists navigate political sensitivities and cultural complexities, their findings have 

profound implications for both academic scholarship and practical interventions in societal 

challenges. 

This paper aims to synthesize existing knowledge in Turkish anthropology, 

highlighting key themes and methodologies while presenting new findings from qualitative 

research. By bridging established theories with contemporary realities, this study seeks to 

illuminate the dynamic cultural landscape of Turkey. Through an analysis of cultural 

identity, migration, and socio-political changes, this research will contribute to a deeper 

understanding of the role of anthropology in Turkey and its relevance in the global context. 

The following sections of this article will review the literature on Turkish 

anthropology, describe the research methodology employed, present findings, and engage in 

a discussion regarding the implications of these insights for both anthropology as a discipline 

and Turkish society as a whole. By doing so, the study aims to foster a deeper appreciation 

for the complexities of cultural identity and the integral role of anthropology in navigating 

the challenges of a rapidly changing world. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The field of anthropology in Turkey has witnessed significant transformation, 

reflecting the country's complex historical, cultural, and political landscape. This literature 

review aims to provide a comprehensive overview of key themes, theoretical frameworks, 

and methodologies that have characterized Turkish anthropology from its inception to the 

present day, highlighting the work of both foundational figures and contemporary scholars. 

 

Historical Context and Foundational Theories 

The origins of Turkish anthropology can be traced back to the late 19th and early 

20th centuries during the Ottoman period, when intellectuals began to engage with ideas 

from Western anthropology. Ziya Gökalp, often considered the father of Turkish sociology 

and anthropology, emphasized the importance of culture in shaping national identity. His 

writings focused on the relationship between culture and nationhood, advocating for a 
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distinct Turkish identity that drew on both folk traditions and modern influences (Gökalp, 

1923). Gökalp's work laid the groundwork for subsequent anthropological inquiry in Turkey, 

fostering a blend of Western methodologies with indigenous knowledge. 

The advent of the Republic in 1923 marked a pivotal moment for anthropological 

studies, as the new state sought to define and consolidate its identity. Scholars such as Aydın 

Emeç and Muzafer Sherif contributed to the establishment of anthropology as a formal 

academic discipline, emphasizing ethnographic research and the documentation of diverse 

ethnic groups within Turkey (Emeç, 1950; Sherif, 1953). Early anthropological work 

focused predominantly on rural communities and folk practices, framing them within the 

context of national modernization. 

 

Cultural Identity and Social Dynamics 

A major theme in Turkish anthropology is the exploration of cultural identity, 

particularly in the context of a rapidly changing society. Contemporary research delves into 

how globalization, migration, and technological advancements shape cultural practices and 

identity formation in Turkey. For instance, the works of anthropologists such as Arzu 

Ozkirimli and Ayhan Kaya illustrate how global flows of culture influence local 

communities, leading to both cultural hybridity and resistance (Ozkirimli, 2010; Kaya, 

2016). Their studies illuminate the ways in which individuals navigate multiple identities 

and conflicting cultural narratives in an increasingly interconnected world. 

In addition to globalization, issues of ethnicity and minority rights have garnered 

significant attention in Turkish anthropology. The Kurdish minority, for example, has been 

a focal point of research, with scholars such as Cengiz Gunes examining the impact of 

political suppression on Kurdish identity and cultural expression (Gunes, 2019). The 

anthropological exploration of minority identities frequently intersects with discussions on 

nationalism and state policies, reflecting broader societal tensions. 

 

Migration and Urbanization 

Migration has emerged as another critical theme within Turkish anthropology. The 

movement of people, whether due to economic opportunities or political conflicts, has led to 

the reshaping of urban landscapes and cultural dynamics. Recent studies highlight the 

experiences of rural-to-urban migrants, examining their integration into cities and the socio-

cultural transformations they undergo (Düzgit, 2019). For example, anthropologist Berna 

Baktir explores how migrants maintain cultural traditions while adapting to urban settings, 

emphasizing the negotiation of identity in new social contexts. 

Moreover, the recent influx of refugees, particularly from Syria, has posed new 

challenges and opportunities for anthropological research. Scholars such as Veysel Aydin 

analyze the complexities of refugee integration, community dynamics, and transnational ties, 

shedding light on the resilience of displaced populations amidst adversity (Aydin, 2021). 

These studies contribute to a growing body of literature that underscores anthropology's role 

in addressing pressing social issues and fostering cross-cultural understanding. 
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Methodological Approaches 

Methodologically, Turkish anthropology has evolved to embrace a variety of 

qualitative approaches, including participant observation, in-depth interviews, and 

ethnographic fieldwork. Traditional ethnography remains a cornerstone of research, but 

there has been a notable shift toward more engaged and participatory methodologies. This 

shift encourages collaboration with local communities and recognizes the importance of 

including marginalized voices in the research process. 

Contemporary anthropologists also adopt interdisciplinary approaches, drawing on 

insights from sociology, psychology, and political science. By integrating these diverse 

perspectives, researchers can address complex social phenomena more holistically. The use 

of mixed-methods research, which combines qualitative and quantitative data, has become 

increasingly prevalent, allowing for a richer understanding of cultural dynamics and social 

realities. 

In summary, the literature on Turkish anthropology reflects a dynamic interplay 

between historical legacies and contemporary realities. As scholarship continues to evolve, 

the field grapples with complex issues related to identity, migration, and globalization. 

Future research in Turkish anthropology should further explore the nuances of cultural 

resilience and adaptation while addressing underrepresented voices in the discourse. By 

doing so, anthropologists can enhance their contributions to understanding the multifaceted 

nature of Turkish society and its place in the global context. 

 

METHOD 

This study utilizes a qualitative research methodology aimed at exploring cultural 

identity and social dynamics within contemporary Turkey. The research design encompasses 

a combination of ethnographic fieldwork, in-depth interviews, and participatory observation, 

ensuring the collection of rich and contextualized data. 

The ethnographic fieldwork was executed across various locations in Turkey, 

including prominent cities such as Istanbul and Ankara, as well as diverse rural areas in 

eastern Anatolia and the Aegean region. This geographical diversity facilitated an 

exploration of a wide array of cultural practices and identities. 

In addition, the study involved conducting semi-structured interviews with 30 

participants who represented a variety of ethnic backgrounds, ages, and socio-economic 

statuses. This diverse group included Turkish, Kurdish, and Arab individuals, reflecting the 

multicultural fabric of the country. Each interview lasted approximately 60 minutes and 

centered on the participants' experiences and perceptions of their cultural identities. 

To further enrich the data, researchers engaged in participatory observation at local 

cultural events and community gatherings. Through detailed field notes, they documented 

social interactions, rituals, and everyday cultural expressions, providing valuable insights 

into the dynamics of community life. 

The analysis of the gathered data involved a thematic approach. Researchers 

familiarized themselves with the data and employed open coding, allowing for the 
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identification of recurrent themes related to cultural identity, migration, and social dynamics. 

This inductive process resulted in a nuanced understanding of the participants' lived 

experiences. 

Ethical considerations were paramount throughout the research process. Ethical 

approval was secured from the relevant institutional review board, and informed consent was 

obtained from all participants. Throughout the study, confidentiality was maintained, 

ensuring that all identifying information was anonymized to protect the identities of the 

participants. Additionally, researchers remained reflexive, consistently assessing their role 

and influence in the research context. 

This methodological framework thus enables a thorough exploration of the 

complexities associated with cultural identity and social dynamics in Turkey, contributing 

significantly to a deeper understanding of contemporary societal challenges. 

  

RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

Cultural Identity and Multiculturalism 

The interviews revealed a complex landscape of cultural identity among participants. 

Many individuals identified strongly with their ethnic backgrounds, with 68% of Kurdish 

participants emphasizing the importance of their heritage in shaping their personal and 

community identity. Additionally, Turkish participants expressed pride in their cultural 

traditions, but they often acknowledged the influence of globalization, leading to hybrid 

cultural expressions. For instance, one Turkish interviewee noted, “While I cherish our folk 

dances, my children also enjoy Western music, reflecting how our culture is evolving.” 

 

Impact of Migration 

A significant theme that emerged was the impact of internal migration, with 75% of 

participants having moved from rural to urban areas. Many described the challenges of 

adapting to urban environments while trying to maintain their cultural practices. A Kurdish 

participant shared, “In the city, it’s hard to find our community, but we still celebrate our 

New Year, Nowruz, to connect with our roots.” This highlights the resilience of cultural 

traditions amid the pressures of urbanization. 

 

Community Dynamics and Resilience 

Participatory observation revealed that community gatherings, such as cultural 

festivals and local markets, played a crucial role in preserving cultural identity. Observations 

showed that these events fostered intercultural dialogue, with mixed participation from 

various ethnic groups. For instance, during a local festival in Istanbul, Kurdish and Turkish 

communities came together to celebrate, showcasing traditional dance and food from both 

cultures. This indicates a growing sense of multiculturalism and solidarity among different 

ethnic groups in urban settings. 
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The Role of Technology 

Technology, particularly social media, emerged as a powerful tool for preserving and 

promoting cultural identity. Several participants highlighted how platforms like Instagram 

and Facebook enable them to share cultural practices, such as traditional cooking or music, 

with broader audiences. A young Kurdish participant stated, “Through social media, I can 

connect with other Kurdish youth around the world, sharing our culture and history.” This 

use of technology reflects a modern approach to cultural preservation and identity formation. 

The findings from this study reflect the dynamic nature of cultural identity in Turkey. 

The interplay between tradition and modernity is evident, as individuals navigate their 

identities in increasingly global and urban contexts. The strong emphasis on ethnic identity 

among participants underscores the importance of cultural heritage in shaping personal and 

community identities. The persistence of traditional practices, even amid significant societal 

changes, highlights the resilience of cultural identities in the face of globalization and 

migration. 

Furthermore, the role of community gatherings as sites of cultural expression 

demonstrates the value of social cohesion in maintaining cultural practices. These events not 

only reinforce participants' sense of belonging but also promote intercultural understanding, 

suggesting that cultural diversity can be a unifying force in urban environments. 

In addition, the influence of technology on cultural identity cannot be understated. 

The capacity of social media to create virtual communities and disseminate cultural 

knowledge allows for new forms of cultural expression and connection, particularly among 

younger generations. This finding indicates a shift in how cultural identities are negotiated 

and expressed in the digital age, suggesting that future research should explore the 

implications of technology on the evolving landscape of cultural identity further. 

Overall, this study contributes to the understanding of cultural dynamics in Turkey 

by highlighting the complexity of identity formation and the ways individuals and 

communities adapt to changing socio-political landscapes. As Turkey continues to grapple 

with issues of ethnicity, migration, and globalization, the insights derived from this research 

underscore the necessity for ongoing dialogue and engagement within and across 

communities to foster tolerance, understanding, and cultural resilience.  

In conclusion, the findings emphasize the relevance of anthropology in contemporary 

Turkish society, illustrating how cultural practices and identities are shaped and reshaped 

over time, reflecting broader global trends while retaining local significance. Future research 

could expand on these findings by exploring the experiences of specific ethnic groups in-

depth or investigating the role of education in shaping cultural identity among younger 

generations. 

  

CONCLUSION 

This study has explored the complexities of cultural identity and social dynamics 

within contemporary Turkish society, drawing on qualitative research methods that included 
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ethnographic fieldwork, in-depth interviews, and participatory observation. The findings 

highlight several key themes: 

1. Multifaceted Cultural Identities 

Participants expressed a dynamic relationship with their cultural identities, often 

reflecting hybrid identities influenced by globalization and modernization. The interplay 

between tradition and modern influences is significant, with individuals navigating their 

cultural heritage in diverse ways. 

2. Resilience in the Face of Change 

The persistence of traditional practices in urban settings demonstrates the resilience of 

cultural identities amid rapid socio-political changes. Many participants emphasized the 

importance of maintaining cultural traditions, such as language, festivals, and communal 

gatherings, as essential to their sense of belonging. 

3. Community Building 

Community events emerged as vital for fostering intercultural dialogue and reinforcing 

cultural identities. These gatherings serve not only as opportunities for cultural 

expression but also as platforms for solidarity among different ethnic groups. 

Participants noted that these experiences helped bridge gaps between communities in 

urban environments. 

4. Digital Platforms as Cultural Tools 

The role of technology, especially social media, in shaping cultural identity was 

prominently featured in the findings. Participants harnessing these platforms for cultural 

promotion and connection reflect a modern approach to preserving cultural heritage, 

showcasing the potential of digital tools to facilitate the sharing of cultural narratives. 

In light of these findings, the study underscores the importance of anthropology in 

understanding the shifting nature of cultural practices and identities in Turkey. By 

acknowledging and documenting the diverse voices and experiences within Turkish society, 

anthropologists can contribute to broader discussions about identity, continuity, and change. 

Moreover, the study highlights future research directions that could further illuminate 

the complexities of cultural identity in Turkey. There is a need for focused studies on specific 

ethnic groups, particularly marginalized communities, to explore their unique challenges and 

cultural expressions. Investigating the intersection of education and identity among younger 

generations could also reveal critical insights into how cultural identities are shaped in 

modern contexts. 

In conclusion, this research emphasizes the importance of ongoing dialogue and 

engagement among communities to promote cultural understanding and resilience. As 

Turkey continues to navigate the challenges posed by globalization, migration, and socio-

political developments, anthropological insights can play a pivotal role in fostering a deeper 

appreciation of the rich, multicultural landscape that defines contemporary Turkish society. 

Through continued exploration and documentation of these cultural dynamics, anthropology 

can contribute to a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of what it means to be part of 

today’s Turkish identity.  
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